
III.—CONSCIENCE.

BY HENRY STURT.

A CRITIC writing in Mind not long ago remarked, that " to
most of those who are seeking to know themselves, conscience
appears now as a perplexing abstraction, now as a phantom will
o the wisp; leading them on with momentary flashes of bright-
ness when they give no particular heed to it, but fading in-
distinguishably into the other constituents of consciousness
when they try to fix it with a steady gaze. An analysis which
should succeed in grasping the reality and holding it firmly
before us until we know it for what it is, would be a welcome
addition to the literature of Ethics."

If the prominence of conscience in popular moral philosophy
renders it more interesting as a subject of discussion, it cer-
tainly has not diminished its obscurity and elusiveness. In
common parlance it is often spoken of as an internal monitor,
a still small voice divinely given to guide us if we will listen
to it. Such expressions remind us of Socrates and his daemon,
whose voice made itself heard within him at critical moments
of his life. But there is a great difficulty in regarding con-
science as a divinely sent monitor of this kind. It is an
obvious criticism to point out that the guidance of conscience
is not infallible in the best of us; while it prompts fanatics
and savages to commit cruelties which are positively atrocious.
It is difficult to reconcile this fallibility of "conscience with
the omniscience and benevolence of its Sender. But a much
more serious objection is that this popular notion of conscience
would make morality a matter of mere blind obedience. The
good man would merely be one who does what his conscience
or daemon tells him to do, while the bad man prefers to trust
bis own judgment. And we must further suppose that no
one has any real power to judge between right and wrong.
For if we do possess such an intrinsic faculty of judgment,
we must have two sources of moral guidance, one truly our
own, and the other, conscience, given to us from outside; and
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344 HENRY STURT:

if the first has any efficacy, the second must be more or less
superfluous.

We have by no means exhausted the inconsistencies and
absurdities of the daemon theory of conscience, but it is need-
less to pursue them further. We may or may not admit the
possibility of divine guidance and inspiration at specially critical
periods of our life ; but one's everyday conscience must be a part
or faculty of one's very self. When we say in our hearts, " this
is right" or "this is wrong," we are not echoing the dictates
of an alien voice, but judging on our own responsibility ac-
cording to the best light that we have. We must drop the
external view of conscience, and perhaps drop the term itself
to a large extent, as suggesting externalism.

It is due to these considerations that we hear but little
of ' conscience " in recent works on moral philosophy. There
is a very justifiable tendency to replace it by such terms as
moral "sense, moral faculty and moral ideal, none of which
imply that the guiding principle of a man's ethical judgment
is anything independent of his personality. It will conduce
to clearness if we use these terms largely in the present ex-
position. It may be taken for granted now that conscience
cannot be understood apart from the rest of our ethical ex-
perience. We will therefore proceed to offer some, remarks
upon the moral faculty in general, and then return and try
to give denniteness to those phrases and notions of popular
moral philosophy in which "conscience" plays so prominent
a part. If then we observe the moral faculty as we see it mani-
fested in our fellow-men, the following remarks may be made:—

Firstly: moral judgments are reached by a sort of intuition,
not by a process of abstract calculation and ratiocination, as
when we are working out a mathematical problem. When
a wise and conscientious man is hesitating what to do in a
difficult case, he does not look for help to abstract maxims
and ethical formulae. He decides by a sort of instinct, partly
natural, partly the fruit of training, as one settles a point of
good manners. If pressed to give reasons for his action, he
would probably fail to state them in strictly logical terms. He
would quote examples and analogies, and perhaps clinch the
matter by expressing his conviction that any other course than
the one he adopted would have been unworthy of him. In
moral deliberation what we generally do is to represent our-
selves as doing the action, and to realize as clearly as possible
all its consequences. Then we decide according as it harmo-
nizes or clashes with the general system of our conduct.

Moral judgments then are formed by a process essentially
inexact. And this leads u*s on to remark that they are by no
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means infallible. Many atrocious practices among savage races
are undoubtedly dictated by conscientious motives, as for ex-
ample, the solemn murder of aged parents common at one time
among the New Zealanders. While in the matter of religious
fanaticism, it is hardly necessary to do more than mention the
cruelties of the Spanish Inquisition, and, in our own day, the
scruples of the Peculiar People, who think it wrong to call in
medical assistance for their sick. But these are extreme cases
of the fallibility of the moral judgment. Every one in his
own experience must have met conscientious but wrong-headed
people who persist in mistaken and disastrous courses of action
from the most excellent motives.

Another characteristic of the moral faculty is its capacity
of growth and change. In young infants we see no trace of
it; but it begins to develop at a very early age. Very soon
we see that children feel shame at being found out in wrong-
doing. And from the time when shame is first apparent, the
moral faculty goes on growing and shaping itself into such
forms as the child's character and opportunities determine.
That the moral faculty changes among men and women is an
equally well-known fact. An unfortunate alteration in cir-
cumstances often produces a marked moral deterioration. A
drunken husband, loss of property, exile, a thoughtless lapse
from virtue, are often the occasions which lead to an all-round
debasement of the moral ideal. While, on the other hand, an
improvement in circumstances may have an equally notable
effect in the right direction. In religion these moral regenera-
tions are especially striking. When a sinner is sincerely con-
verted, his conscience shows the change more than anything.
It condemns the old courses which he loved, and enjoins the
works of righteousness which he despised.

It must not be supposed from the foregoing remarks that
we wish to exaggerate the variability and untrustworthiness
of the moral judgment. The most superficial cynic is bound
to admit that in many ways we rely upon its regularity and
steadiness with the most entire confidence. Even in the case
of bad men we have often no hesitation in predicting how they
will act and judge in such-and-such moral contingencies. But
much more regular and much more predictable is the moral
judgment of good men. About our intimate friends' who lead
steady virtuous lives we usually feel the most absolute con-
fidence in reckoning upon their moral judgment. We feel the
most absolute certainty that they will praise a noble action
and condemn a base one. We can not imagine that the ideals
which have regulated their past lives, should be flung aside
in a moment of caprice.

M. 23
2 3 *
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Such are the main characteristics of the moral faculty which
concern us at present, so far as they can be observed by
studying the conduct of others. From them we are entitled to
say what the moral judgment is not, though we may not yet
be able to say precisely what it is. In the first place, it cannot
be exact and certain with the exactitude and certainty of
mathematics. Its variableness and fallibility are only too
plainly apparent. Geometry tells us that parallel lines will never
be seen to meet; and this holds good for all observers without
respect of place or time. But conscience proclaims no laws
that are axiomatic and eternal. In the second place, the moral
judgment is not capricious: with most men it is remarkably
regular and steady. Men do not change their standard of
right and wrong as readily as ladies change their standard
of what is becoming in dress. Conscience is not a synonym
for wilfulness.

From the steadiness of the moral faculty we must now
draw a further conclusion, i.e. that there exists in the mind
some solid reality to account for it. Each act of moral judg-
ment does not spring isolated out of the self, like a flash of
lightning, with no traceable relation to the acts that precede or
follow it. On the contrary, taken together, they may be seen
to form a coherent, orderly sj'stem, whose plan we can trace and
understand. And to explain this regularity and permanence
of the moral functions, we must suppose that in the mind of
each of us there exists a sort of permanent moral structure.

To .discover what this permanent factor of morality is, we
must quit the attitude of outside observers and look within
our own breasts. As soon as we do this, we come upon what
is really the central fact of ethical experience; we see that our
conduct is regulated by a moral ideal. This ideal is not a
collection of general rules and maxims applied to regulate one's
personal scheme of life in the way that a legal code might be
applied in courts of law. It is rather an image of the sort
of man each of us thinks he ought to be in the ethical relations
of life. When we fall short of our ideal we are ashamed; when
we live up to it we are satisfied with ourselves.

We have called the ideal an image ; some such word seems
appropriate to express its concrete, quasi-pictorial character.
But we must be careful of pressing the phrase too far. Such
metaphorical expressions are very inadequate to the subtlety
of the spiritual life. We must not suppose that everyone
carries before his mind's eye a clear-cut model of the sefr he
wishes to live up to. A few people no doubt do picture their
ideal in its details with much precision. But most of us see
it in a sort of twilight with wavering and scanty outlines.
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While with people of dull imagination and limited faculty of
expression it is difficult to see what their ideal is, .nuch more
to get them to give an intelligible account of it. But all the
same, wherever there is morality, there a moral ideal must be
operative. Without it we can have no shame, no scruples, no
sense of sin or obligation. For in these, as in all other cha-
racteristic facts of ethical experience, the essential feature is
that one has an idea of one's better self, and then compares
it with the self of one's actual conduct.

There are two possible misunderstandings of the foregoing
remarks which it is worth while to guard against. The first
is that the possession of a moral ideal implies an exalted
standard. It is certain that the ideal of a savage in many
cases includes theft and murder. It is equally certain that
the ideals of a great many Englishmen do not include the
virtue of chastity. Most of us remember J. S. Mill's famous
remark that the poor in all countries tell lies, but that the
English poor alone are ashamed of detection. This we under-
stand to mean that only in England does veracity find a place
in the average working man's ideal. Of course the Continental
working man would not admit the truth of Mill's statement.
In many such cases we have to pierce beneath a certain crust
of imposture and self-deception. We have to distinguish
between what people really think right and what they say
they think right. ' We must not suppose that all who give a
verbal assent to the principles of the Sermon on the Mount
have any practical intention of turning the cheek to the smiter,
or desire to be the objects of public contumely and persecution.
We must also distinguish between what people think right for
others and what they think right for themselves. An African
negro who sees no harm in robbing his neighbour, becomes
very indignant when his neighbour robs him. There are many
sorts of moral ideals; and those of the savage, the philanthropist,
and the criminal, differ considerably in their respective contents
But so long as a man is a moral agent at all, some sort of
permanent ideal he must have; and we must not refuse it
the terms " moral" and " ideal" because it differs largely from
our own.

Another misunderstanding to be guarded against is the
tendency to connect ideals with an elevated but vague en-
thusiasm for something entirely out of our reach. Taken in this
sense, the term is somewhat overworked at the present day. In
conversation and.popular literature an idealist appears to be
one who is permanently dissatisfied with the existing order,
and cherishes a longing for something better, which however
is seldom capable of being stated in definite terms.

23—2
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Again, in many works of moral philosophy the Ideal denotes
absolutely right morality, or conduct such as we should pursue
if we and all our surroundings were perfect. The Absolute
Moral Ideal in this sense is of course a perfectly legitimate
conception, and indeed a necessary one, if we intelligently
believe in God and in an end to which our imperfect earthly
morality is tending. But this Absolute Ideal is not part
of our everyday life, but a sublime aspiration of religious
minds. It is an object of faith rather than of understanding ;
it supplies enthusiasm rather than guidance. It does not admit
of definite description. Nay, in the hearts of the weaker
brethren we shall look for it in vain. The moral ideal we
are speaking of now is the Personal Moral Ideal; not a con-
ception which belongs exclusively to a few superior persons,
but the principle which regulates the conduct of the meanest
tinker who can be called a moral agent at all.

In the way it works to regulate our conduct, the moral
ideal resembles very closely other ideals which are not moral.
We have for example an ideal of personal appearance. Every
man has vaguely or distinctly a certain model or standard of
dress which he does not care to fall short of. If by any neglect
or lapse of memory he deviates from it, if for example he finds
himself in some public place got up in a manner he would
admit to be entirely unsuitable, he feels ashamed. Here, as
in morality, there must be a standard or model in the mind
in order that the actual may be approved or condemned.
Where there is no ideal, there is no shame at dirt or nakedness,
as in the case of lunatics and very young children.

The question why a rational agent must have a moral ideal
would lead us somewhat aside into the theory of the general
structure of the mind. We may remark that in all cases of
desire, where we act as fully rational creatures, we form a sort
of image of ourselves as in a state of fruition; it is this image
which stimulates us to action, and we feel satisfied or dis-
appointed according as we attain to the desired state or fall
short of it. Now this applies to the sphere of moral conduct
as well as to any other sphere of human activity. Here, as
elsewhere, we form an image faint or clear, of ourselves as
acting for the best. This image systematised, solidified and
rendered permanent by habit and repetition becomes what we
call the moral ideal.

The question how the moral ideal forms itself would compel
us to diverge into a discussion of moral education and the in-
fluence of environment upon the growth of character. We
know that in earliest childhood the moral faculty, like all
the higher faculties, lies dormant But very soon it begins
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to wake to life. A rudimentary sort of moral ideal i3 traceable
in the minds of quite young children. The proof that it is
there is that they are capable of shame.

This brief account of the part which the moral ideal plays
in our ethical life is enough to enable us to give definiteness
to popular phrases and notions about conscience. One of these
phrases is that such and such a man has " no conscience." This
is not as a rule to be understood literally. If it were, it could
only mean that the man was not a moral agent at all, that no
ideal regulated his conduct. This complete moral impotence
is found only in lunatics and very young children. In such
minds there is not creative force enough to project and sustain
an image of the better self. They have impulses, perhaps
desires, but no settled system of desires.

Speaking of people who have no conscience leads one to
ask where exactly in the scale of vital development conscience
and the moral ideal emerge into light. Can we say that vthe
higher animals, dogs for example, are moral agents ? Or is
there something in the nature of an animal which precludes
it from forming a moral ideal ? It does not seem possible to
answer such a question dogmatically. It is certain that a
jelly-fish is not a moral agent; and very likely there may be
traceable a series of life-forms without a break from molluscs
upwards to man. But without special researches we cannot
say at what point the moral faculty begins to shew itself.
Many of those who have loved and studied dogs claim that
they possess conscience. It may be so; but is this canine
conscience really of the same nature as our own ? It is not
enough to prove that dogs form praiseworthy habits, check
their natural impulses to act amiss, and shew susceptibility to,-
praise and blame. It must be proved in addition that they
can form some notion of a better self, and that this notion is
what regulates their conduct. We feel the same difficulty of
drawing a definite line in deciding when children become
capable of moral action. There is the same kind of wonderful and
gradual development of the human soul and its faculties and
powers as that which proceeds in visible form when a seedling
passes by imperceptible stages into a tree. There is no leap or
break in the change; but when the moral faculty has reached its
full growth, a new phenomenon stands revealed before us. It
is not resoluble into the simpler forms that preceded it;
though we cannot say at what point it first came in.

To return however to the people who have no conscience.
As we have said, the description is not as a rule to be under-
stood in a literal sense. It denotes a partial, rather than a
total moral deficiency. An absence of moral scruple in regard

 at U
niversity of V

ictoria on A
pril 25, 2015

http://m
ind.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://mind.oxfordjournals.org/


350 HENRY STURT:

to some particular kind of offence is sometimes the result of
congenital malformation. Such for example are kleptomaniacs
in the matter of stealing. Such persons are not regarded as
fully responsible for then- actions. Their aberrations are due
to defects of the nervous system rather than to bad intentions.
In many of the relations of life they may be up to or beyond
the ordinary moral standard. But their constitutional flaw
makes us feel towards them as we feel towards criminal lunatics,
and regard them as fitting subjects for merciful restraint
rather than punishment.

There remains now the commonest meaning of the phrase
" to have no conscience," i.e. as it is used of a man, who, though
fully responsible for his actions, is quite without scruples on
certain points of conduct. This may be accounted for in more
ways than one. The precise content of a man's moral ideal
is of course determined partly by character, partly by en-
vironment. The latter is often unfavourable to the culture of
certain virtues. In West Africa the tone of native society is
not conducive to veracity; and the tone of Fagin's coterie as
described in Oliver Twist was not conducive to honesty. A
man forms his ideals mainly from those with whom he lives;
and when the social standard is low, the individual ideal will
seldom rise above it.

Just as the individual is determined in his moral ground-
plan by the standard of his society, so he is in details influenced
by his profession. Every profession has in fact a generally
recognised tone or standard of practice which operates with
surprising uniformity upon its members; and the result is that
even upon men of the same social stratum we find an assortment
of moral ideals which might be arranged into widely-varying
species. In common conversation we speak of the legal conscience,
the clerical conscience, and the stock-exchange conscience.
These would all present many differences if compared in respect
of any one virtue, say veracity; and each of them has a very
distinctive idea as to what is meant by sharp practice and by
straightforward dealing.

But apart from professions, there are plenty of curious
idiosyncrasies among the moral ideals of ordinary laymen. It
is surprising how many respectable members of the upper
classes seem to feel no qualms, but rather pleasure, in cheating
on a small scale, particularly if the victim is a railway company
or a custom-house officer. It is needless to multiply examples
of the kind, the judicious student of human nature will readily
supply them for himself. The difficulty is in any given case
to decide whether these defects in the moral ideal are due to
bad training and example, or to native obliquity of character.
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Altogether then it is rare to find a character without serious
moral gaps and inconsistencies from one cause or the other.
And yet it is certain that gaps and discords of every kind
are abhorrent to the well-developed mind. Just as in the
sphere of knowledge contradictory assertions are disagreeable
to the logical sense, so moral inconsistencies offend the well-
trained moral sense. To a man not wholly callous an abrupt
transition from virtue to vice is felt as a shock and a violation
of the system of his life; and discovery and punishment in-
tensify and externalise the discord. Thus as We rise in the
scale both the influence of our environment and the native
systematising instinct of the mind induce us to round off our
moral ideal and bring all its parts to harmony and order.
Those in whom this process has been thorough are the men
of high morality, the men of well-trained and well-developed
conscience.

We may now approach the consideration of a rather different
set of phrases about conscience. We have seen that each man
has his ideal and that good conduct for him consists in living
up to it. We have now to consider the fact that the ideal
can put no compulsion upon the man. In the exercise of his
moral freedom he can choose to identify himself with it, or
to reject it. This is what is meant by "disobeying conscience;"
we know the right, but will not do it. This deliberate open-
eyed kind of sinning is not the commonest form. The evil-
doer most often sophisticates his judgment, half shuts his eyes
to the light, half persuades himself that his practice does not
really conflict with his ideal.

The contrary of this part careless, part vicious frame of
mind is seen in the man of " tender conscience," who has the
habit of testing his conduct by comparing it with his ideal,
and making sure that the ideal is sound by comparing its
various elements with each other. Among the men of finest
moral temper this task is performed spontaneously. But most
of us, though not exactly bad, are yet not good enough to
live up to our ideals without a certain amount of external
pressure. Without the fear of that punishment which com-
monly follows a lapse from virtue, our ideal would be apt to
grow weak and indefinite. The voice of conscience needs to
be reinforced by the voice of self-interest.

The task of making our practice conform to our ideal is
by no means a mechanical one; it cannot be performed by
means of fixed rules unintelligently applied. New cases crop
up from day to day and no combination of circumstances re-
peats exactly any that preceded it. The thoroughly successful
application of the ideal to practical life requires a fine per-
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, ception of analogy, such as is found only in minds of a superior
order. Here it is that art and morality have perhaps their
closest affinity. The tact and taste which, enable us to pronounce
on the merits of artistic workmanship have much that is akin
to moral judgment. In both cases the standard or ground of
appreciation is the ideal in our minds, applied with a com-
bination of insight and sympathy. An upright conscience
might indeed, from one point of view, be described as good taste
in morals.

Another point in which morality is like art is that in both
one may carry scrupulosity to excess. Occasionally among
artists one meets a man who sets up for himself too exacting
an ideal of workmanship, and is always self-reproachful and
dissatisfied with what he achieves. Such in morals is the
man of morbidly sensitive conscience, the man whose self-
examination is so minute and painful as to impair his efficiency
as a working member of society.

We remarked just now that it is not a common thing to
see a man acting in deliberate, open-eyed contradiction to his
ideal. The fact is that no ideal can long withstand such treat-
ment; it is speedily weakened by neglect. Consciously or
unconsciously the man loses his ideal; what he reverenced
once, now commands a mere lip-service at the most. The ideal
which actually governs him, the type of conduct he really
approves, is something different and inferior. Such a change
of heart is of course the greatest moral calamity a man can
suffer. As the religious moralists express it, the voice of
conscience has ceased to warn him; the divine Umpire in' his
heart is dumb; the Holy Spirit has been withdrawn from him.
Or, it is otherwise expressed by saying that the man has lost
the sense of shame; that his conscience is seared and has
ceased to feel. He is in fact a hardened sinner, and his sinning
is followed by no remorse.

The subject of remorse and penitence is so closely akin to
conscience that a word or two on it may not be out of place.
" Conscience-stricken" and " remorseful " are terms of almost
identical meaning; and it is " conscience" which calls on us
to repent. These phrases seem to find their meaning in re-
lation to the man who is conscious of having violated his
moral ideal, but has not yet given it up and descended to a
lower level of moral life. Those two contrasted opposites,
himself as he knows he should be and himself as he is, clash
and conflict within him. Remorse is the name for the more
acute phases of this state of feeling; while penitence is a
thorough renunciation of evil courses and a resolution to return
to the ideal. Remorse then is a fairly definite state of mind.
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Before he sinned the man enjoyed the self-respect and peace
of mind which is the fruit of living up to one's ideal. This
blessing he has now lost and he hates himself for his folly and
baseness in losing it. Moreover remorse is a feeling which is
only seen at a fairly high plane of moral development. In
the earlier stages of morality the ideal is too weak and too
ill-organized to cause much pain when neglected.

The same sort of feeling as. remorse, only much more
vague and ineffective, is indicated when we speak of a bad
or guilty conscience. There the contrast between the ideal
and the real self is present to the mind, but the feeling pro-
duced is not an acute one. The phrase implies no resolution
of amendment, no bitter self-reproach: nothing but a certain
shame and a sense of liability to punishment.

In proportion as the discord between the real self and the
ideal brings with it mental turmoil and disgust, so does the
harmony bring contentment and peace, the peace of a good
conscience which to the habitual sinner passes all under-
standing.

Usually this blessing is one which, when we enjoy it our-
selves, we do not speak about or dwell much upon, there
being but a step between self-contentment and spiritual pride.
It is when we have gone astray that we are most sensible of
the happiness we have lost. While we are still in grace the
better attitude is one of aspiration. For unhappily for our
peace, but happily for our spiritual health, as our achievement
grows, our ideal grows too, and our conscience becomes more
exacting. As we think of what we hope to gain, what we
possess appears the more imperfect. We see the same thing
happening in the intellectual life. Just as Newton said he
was in science like a child picking up pebbles on the ocean
shore, and the dying artist sighs that art is long and life is
short, so the righteous man, after a life of effort and sacrifice,
exclaims that he is an unprofitable servant and a sinner.
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